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Abstract
The influence of graphene reinforcement in strain energy release rate (GIC) and Mode-I delamination growth in carbon-
graphene/epoxy (CG-Ep) hybrid nanocomposites have been studied using the double cantilever beam (DCB) test. The specimens 
of carbon/epoxy (C-Ep) and CG-Ep nanocomposites were manufactured using vacuum assisted manual lay-up method. DCB 
tests were conducted in a displacement controlled mode to achieve stable delamination growth under static loading. At the onset 
of delamination growth, the load (Pcr) and thHWRWDORSHQLQJGLVSODFHPHQWįcr) were recorded. The total compliance of the DCB
specimen was obtained using, & į33cr DQGįcr are recorded as a function of the delamination length (a). Plots of critical loads 
and compliances as a function of the delamination size were used in computing GIC, the Mode-I critical strain energy release rate.
The delaminated zone was studied through fractographic examinations and surface roughness measurement. The results show 
improved GIC of CG-Ep nanocomposites in comparison to traditional C-Ep composites. The fractured surface of CG-Ep shows 
undulated surface with increased roughness which possibly contributed in crack deflection mechanisms. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of organizing committee of the 6th BSMEInternational Conference on Thermal Engineering 
(ICTE 2014).
Keywords: Strain energy release rate; delamination growth; nanocomposites; graphene nanoparticles; double cantilever beam;
* Corresponding author. Tel.: 1-205-348-2694;
E-mail address:ahaque@eng.ua.edu
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of organizing committee of the 6th BSME International Conference on Thermal Engineering (ICTE 2014)
830   David A. Hawkins and Anwarul Haque /  Procedia Engineering  105 ( 2015 )  829 – 834 
1. Introduction
Composite materials have gained significant importance in many engineering structures and industry applications 
over the last few years. Specifically, the aerospace, automotive, and maritime industries continue to utilize a wide 
variety of composite materials in a number of industrial and commercial applications. The exceptional strength to 
weight ratios presented by many advanced composite materials are desirable for industries that constantly fight to 
improve efficiency. Most prominent among these materials is carbon fiber. Carbon fiber composites have become 
important lightweight structural materials in many engineering applications. While carbon fiber presents many
outstanding physical characteristics, there always remains the possibility of improving existing material systems. To 
enhance the properties of existing composites, nanoparticles can be integrated into composite specimens.
Recently, graphene has become a promising nanofiller material for a variety of composite applications [1-2].
Graphene presents amazing physical characteristics and has been shown to be effective at improving mechanical, 
electrical and thermal properties of a number of composite materials. The performance of laminated composites is 
also significantly depends on the interlaminar fracture energy which eventually controls the delamination crack 
growth in fiber reinforced composite. Many studies have been done to analyze the performance of composites in this 
aspect [2-8]. The critical strain energy release rate (GIC) is an important material property which controls the crack 
propagation in composite structures. It has been reported that GIC of baseline epoxy is significantly enhanced by 
adding very little quantity of graphene (0.1% by weight) filler materials. Such enhancement in fracture energy in 
graphene/epoxy(G-Ep) nanocomposites shows potential to reduce delamination crack growth in traditional C/Ep 
composites provided G-Ep is used as resin materials. In fact, a three-phase composite such as CG-Ep is more 
applicable in structural load bearing components than a two phase G-Ep system.
The goal of this study is to examine the effects of graphene nanoparticles on the strain energy release rate and 
delamination growth of carbon-epoxy composites. It is expected that the significant improvements in GIC that 
graphene contributes in neat epoxy will also greatly enhance the resistance to delamination in CG-Ep samples. To 
examine the strain energy release rate of C-Ep and CG-Ep specimens, double cantilever beam (DCB) testing will be 
utilized.
2. Materials and Specimen Preparation
The materials utilized in this study included all constituents of carbon/epoxy and graphene-carbon/epoxy 
composites, namely epoxy resin, carbon fiber, and graphene nanoparticles. EPON 862 epoxy resin cured with 
EPIKURE 3234 curing agent was used as the matrix material for both C-Ep and CG-Ep samples. Unidirectional 
carbon fiber (12K, Fiberglass Developments Corp.) was also utilized in both specimen types. For CG-Ep specimens,
99.9% pure graphene nanopowder with an average thickness of 8nm (20-30 graphene layers) was integrated into 
epoxy matrix.
Prior to fiber layup, graphene/epoxy matrix was prepared following a method outlined in Figure 1. Steps 
included in this process are: (a) - graphene nanopowder combined with acetone via mechanical mixing; (b) -
graphene-acetone solution sonicated via VXC 750 model tip sonicator for 30 minutes; (c) - epoxy resin combined 
with graphene-acetone solution via mechanical mixing; (d) - graphene-epoxy-acetone solution sonicated for 60 
minutes; (e) - graphene-epoxy-acetone solution subjected to constant heating (60°C) and constant magnetic stirring 
until acetone is removed from solution; (f) - curing agent combined with graphene-epoxy solution and mixed via 
high shear mixing (Thinky ARE-310 mixer) for 2 minutes; (g) - graphene-epoxy solution poured onto glass mold 
and allowed to cure for 24 hours at room temperature.
Finished carbon fiber reinforced composite panels were fabricated via a manual layup method. Carbon fiber
fabric was cut to desired dimensions (30.5cm by 30.5cm) and layered to attain the desired specimen thickness 
(3.81mm). A manual layup approach was chosen to minimize filtration effects common to resin infusion techniques 
and to maximize dispersion of graphene nanoparticles throughout the specimen. Matrix material for each specimen 
type was manually applied to each layer of carbon fiber fabric (10 layers). To develop initial crack for DCB testing 
samples, a Teflon-coated release film layer was inserted between layers 5 and 6 for each panel. Once manual layup 
was complete, panels were covered and subjected to vacuum and positive pressure throughout the 24 hour curing 
process. Panels under vacuum pressure and completed panels are shown in Figure 2.
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Fig. 1. Graphene-epoxy dispersion process.
a              b
Fig. 2. (a) Panels curing under vacuum pressure; (b) Fabricated carbon fiber panels with specimen outlines.
Each panel was cut to produce 10 DCB specimens, with each specimen having dimensions of 20.32cm by 
2.54cm by 0.381cm. To prepare individual DCB specimens, piano hinges were attached to the end of each specimen 
with industrial adhesive under clamping pressure. The sides of each specimen were marked to ensure precise 
tracking of crack growth under testing conditions.
3. Testing Method
As outlined earlier, double cantilever beam (DCB) testing was carried out for both C-Ep and CG-Ep specimens. 
DCB testing is a well known test procedure and has been utilized in many academic studies [9]. DCB tests consist of
applying tensile load on each side of a single sample with some initial crack length(a) as shown in Figure 3.. The 
general test set-up and crack opening displacement (COD) of a DCB specimen is shown in Figure 4. DCB tests were 
conducted under displacement-controlled conditions using an electromechanical testing machine (QTEST/25 
manufactured by MTS Systems Corp.) with constant cross head speed of 5.0 mm/minute to achieve stable 
delamination growth. DCB tests were carried out in accordance with specifications outlined in ASTM D5528 [10].
DCB tests produced load-displacement curves vital to the calculation of critical strain energy release rate, GIC,
via the compliance, C, of each specimen. At the onset of delamination growth, the load and total opening 
displacement, Pcr DQG įcr respectively, were recorded and used to calculate the compliance for that initial crack 
length using Equation 1.
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Fig. 3. Double cantilever beam loading.
Static DCB testing was conducted for several initial crack lengths, and compliance for each test data was 
recorded and compiled as a function of initial crack length. Using critical load and compliance as a function of 
initial crack length, along with specimen width (w), critical strain energy release rate can be calculated using 
Equation 2.
ܩூ஼ = ௉೎ೝ
మ (ௗ஼ ௗ௔Τ )
ଶ௪
(2)
a             b
Fig. 4. DCB testing setup before (a) and during (b) loading of DCB specimens.
4. Results and Discussion
Static DCB testing was run for a number of initial crack lengths for both carbon-epoxy and 0.1% weight 
percentage carbon-graphene/epoxy specimens. Results were recorded and compiled for use in calculating the strain 
energy release rate of each sample type. The load vs. crack opening displacement chart for C-Ep specimen with 
various initial crack length is shown in Figure 5 as a reference. Similar plots were also generated for CG-Ep 
specimen. Samples were gradually loaded until the critical load limit was reached, then unloaded. This loading 
cycle was repeated for each initial crack length to produce a reliable delamination profile for each DCB specimen.
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Fig. 5. Load vs. Displacement Plot for Static DCB Testing for C-Ep
The results of the DCB testing were quite promising. Data recorded during testing was plotted and a curve fit 
was applied to the relevant data points. These curve fits were substituted into Equation 2 to obtain strain energy 
release rate for each specimen type. Compliance vs. initial delamination and critical load vs. initial delamination 
length plots for C-Ep and C-G/Ep specimens are shown in Figure 6 . It is seen that compliance increases and critical 
load decreases with increased delamination length. 
a             b
c             d
Fig. 6. (a) Compliance vs. Initial Delamination Length and (b) Critical Load vs. Initial Delamination Length for C-Ep DCB
and (c) Compliance vs. Initial Delamination Length and (d) Critical Load vs. Initial Delamination Length for C-G/Ep DCB
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Table 1. Strain Energy Release Rate 




From experimental data, strain energy release rate of CG-Ep was calculated to be 148.76 J/m2, compared to the 
same as 137.36 J/m2 in conventional C-Ep specimens as shown in Table 1. Overall, this results show an 
improvement (8.3%) in strain energy release rate over that of conventional C-Ep specimens.  Such results are 
comparable with GIC value, 102.6 J/m2 determined for carbon/epoxy (T300/5208) composites using a DCB specimen 
[4]. The discrepancy in this case is mostly due to different types of carbon fiber and epoxy resin used in T300/5208 
system.
Conclusion
The critical strain energy release rate, GIC, of graphene reinforced three phase carbon/epoxy hybrid composites 
has been evaluated using DCB specimen. The results show an increased GIC in CG-Ep composites in comparison to 
conventional C-Ep composites. It is to be noted that a significant  improvement(125%) in GIC is reported for two 
phase graphene/epoxy (G-Ep) system [2] but such  improvement  is not observed in graphene reinforced three phase 
CG-Ep hybrid composites. Microscopic examinations show presence of graphene agglomeration in the system. It
may be further enhanced adopting a more effective graphene dispersion method. Future work is focussed in 
dispersion of graphene in acetone through sonication and spraying acetone/graphene solution on each layer carbon 
fiber. It might provide uniformly dispersed exfoliated graphene in each fiber layer. Theoretical analysis for 
predicting critical strain energy release rate in CG-Ep, DCB specimen is in progress using analytical and finite 
element method for further understanding of mode-1 delamination crack growth in laminated composites. 
Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge the support of NSF grant EPS 1158862 for this study.
References
[1] S. Tkachev, E. Buslaeva, S. Gubin, Graphene: A novel carbon nanomaterial, Inorg. Mater+., vol. 47, pp. 1-10, 2011.
[2] M.A. Rafiee, J. Rafiee, I. Srivasta, Z. Wang, H. Song, Zhong-Zhen Yu, N. Koratkar, Fracture and Fatigue in Graphene Nanocomposites, 
Small, vol. 6, pp. 179-183, 2010.
[3] M.J Laffan, S.T. Pinho, P. Robinson, A.J. McMillan, Translaminar fracture toughness testing of composites: A review, Polymer Testing, vol. 
31, pp. 481-489, 2012.
[4] R.L. Ramkumar, Performance of a Quantitative Study of Instability-Related Delamination Growth, NASA Contractor Report 166046, March 
1983.
[5] E. Bekyarova, E. T. Thostenson, A. Yu, H. Kim, J. Gao, J. Tang, H. T. Hahn, T.-W. Chou, M. E. Itkis, R. C. Haddon, Multiscale Carbon 
Nanotube – Carbon Fiber Reinforcement for Advanced Epoxy Composites, Langmuir, vol. 23, pp. 3970-3974, 2007.
[6] K.L. Kepple, G.P. Sanborn, P.A. Lacasse, K.M. Gruenberg, W.J. Ready, Improved fracture toughness of carbon fiber composite 
functionalized with multi walled carbon nanotubes, Carbon, vol. 46, pp. 2026-2033, 2008.
[7] Yuan Xu, Suong Van Hoa, Mechanical properties of carbon fiber reinforced epoxy/clay nanocomposites, Compos. Sci. Technol., vol. 68, pp. 
854-861, 2008.
[8] R. Rahman, D.A. Hawkins Jr., D. Donewar, A. Haque, Mechanical, Thermal, and Electrical Properties of Graphene/Epoxy Nanocomposites: 
An Experimental and Theoretical Study, American Society for Composites 28th Technical Conference, 2013.
[9] J.J.L. Morias, M.F.S.F. De Moura, F.A.M. Pereira, J. Xavier, N. Dourado, M.I.R. Dias, J.M.T. Azevedo, The double cantilever beam test 
applied to mode I fracture characterization of cortical bone tissue, Journal of the Mechanical Behavior of Biomedical Materials, vol. 3, pp. 
446-453, 2010.
[10] ASTM Standard D5528, 2013, Standard Test Methods for Mode I Interlaminar Fracture Toughness of Unidirectional Fiber-Reinforced 
Polymer Matrix Composites, ASTM International, West Conshohocken, PA, 2013.
